ABSTRACT The gap between high and low achievers in reading is wide in New
INTRODUCTION
International studies have repeatedly shown that while New Zealand children read successfully compared to children of other countries, the gap between the highest and lowest achievers is wide relative to other countries (Ministry of Education, 1999a; Tunmer, Chapman, & Prochnow, 2004; Tunmer et al., 2008) . Of the 30 countries involved in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey in 2003, only three countries had an achievement gap larger than New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2009 ). In 1998, the Government adopted the goal that "by 2005, every child turning nine will be able to read, write and do maths for success" (Ministry of Education, 1999b, p. 4) . With relation to reading in particular, the Government's objective was to close the gap between the highest and lowest achievers. The Government established the Literacy Taskforce (Ministry of Education, 1999b) , which acknowledged that although schools purchase teacher resources from many providers to guide the instruction of reading, the Ministry of Education must provide teaching materials that reflect research on best practice to guarantee schools and teachers access to this information.
Effective Literacy Practice in Years 1 to 4 (Ministry of Education, 2003) is the primary response to recommendations made by the Literacy Taskforce "to ensure that children receive the best possible teaching … [and] … has been designed as the key reference for professional development programmes" (Ministry of Education, 2003, p. 6) . Effective Literacy Practice is used as a guiding document in training student teachers in literacy education and is the principle handbook provided free of charge to all teachers in schools by the Ministry of Education. At its annual National Literacy Symposium (Learning Media Symposium, 2005) for teachers, Learning Media consistently referred to the handbook as the "bible" for teachers of reading and writing. Learning Media emphasises the "value of the handbooks in the classroom, in professional development sessions, and in teacher training" (Learning Media, 2010) . The Ministry of Education also agrees that the handbook is a core professional text that is expected to be known and used by teachers and should be used in teacher training institutions (personal communication, July 21, 2010) . The Ministry of Education (2003) states that the handbook is based on national and international research and aims to help teachers serve the needs of all learners in New Zealand by showing teachers the evidence that links literacy teaching practice, learning processes and student outcomes.
The 2006 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) confirms that the Government has failed to achieve its goal. The gap between high and low achievers has not been reduced, even after the Government's intervention of developing and promoting Effective Literacy Practice . The wide gap between the high and low achievers indicates that the current approach to reading instruction is failing many students, especially those of lower socioeconomic backgrounds and of cultural diversity.
Māori children enter school with lower reading skills than non-Māori children and are more likely to come from low-income homes with large families and shared households (Lai, McNaughton, Amituanai-Toloa, Turner, Hsiao, & 2009; Ministry of Women's Affairs, 2005) . Māori children are also more likely to attend lower decile schools where low levels of achievement are more prevalent. Māori and Pasifika students and those from low-decile schools are over-represented in the low achieving category in the IEA international survey taken in 1990 (Ministry of Education, 1999b) and in the PIRLS studies released in 2001 (Tunmer, Chapman, & Prochnow, 2002 (Education Counts, 2009 Tunmer et al., 2008) .
While it has been suggested by many experts that between one and five percent of the population may have a biological disposition that results in reading difficulties, between 95 and 99 percent of all learners should be able to read with good instruction (Pressley, 2006) . This paper argues that Effective Literacy Practice has not had the intended impact on student reading achievement because it does not reflect scientific, research-based evidence of best practice. The gap in reading achievement is likely to continue to grow, as the population of students with diverse backgrounds continues to grow in New Zealand, unless teachers implement evidence-based instructional reading strategies that target the needs of these students who are achieving at low levels.
READING INSTRUCTION IN NEW ZEALAND
In New Zealand, teachers have predominantly adopted a uniform approach to teaching reading with a firm orientation in whole language (Blaiklock & Haddow, 2008; Cordemans, 2008; Smith & Elley, 1997; Tunmer et al., 2002 , Tunmer, Chapman, & Prochnow, 2006 Tunmer et al., 2008) . In accordance with a whole language theoretical orientation, Effective Literacy Practice suggests that the definition of reading is constructing meaning from text using sources of information or reading cues, regardless of an individual's reading stage. This explanation of reading aligns itself with Kenneth Goodman's (1976) explanation of the reading process where readers make the best guesses possible by using the fewest possible cues available to them including sampling, predicting, guessing and confirming unknown words in the process of reading.
As explained in Effective Literacy Practice, approaches used to teach reading in New Zealand include reading to children, language experience, shared reading, guided reading and independent reading. Teachers tend to stay away from teaching phonological and word level skills systematically, and instead lean towards teaching reading through meaningful contexts (Blaiklock & Haddow, 2008; Smith & Elley, 1997; Tunmer et al., 2002 Tunmer et al., , 2006 Tunmer et al., 2008) . Reading approaches used in New Zealand that "highlight a child's purpose and meaning from the outset, with high interest books, are used as the vehicle for helping children gain these elements incidentally" (Smith & Elley, 1997, p. 37) . In fact, when describing beginning readers, Effective Literacy Practice states "children whose control of the strategies is limited may process text in inappropriate waysfor example, by relying on their memory, by trying to sound out every single word …" (p. 39). Taking a meaning-driven approach to reading, the Ministry of Education (2003) rejects sounding out as a processing strategy. The assumption made in Effective Literacy Practice is that making predictions or guessing is better than using skill-based strategies to determine the meanings of unknown words, a view supported by whole language advocates (Clay, 1991; Goodman, 1976; Weaver, 1994) .
One theory presented by Tunmer, Chapman and Prochnow (2004) is that the emphasis towards a whole language orientation in New Zealand is in large part responsible for the wide gap in reading achievement as illustrated in the international studies. Tunmer et al. (2004) believe whole language instruction does not meet the needs of children of diverse cultural and economic backgrounds with a wide range of literacy ability because they enter school with fewer concepts about print, phonological awareness, and knowledge of letter-name correspondences. Because skills in these areas are not explicitly taught in a whole language reading programme, these children face hurdles that are not addressed adequately (Tunmer et al., 2004) . Nicholson (1997) concluded that there is evidence that whole language approaches are associated with high levels of low achievement, particularly for students from low-income backgrounds. Children from more advantaged backgrounds are more likely to enter school with better understandings of concepts about print and knowledge of letter-sound relationships (Snow, Burns, & Griffin; 1998; Tunmer et al., 2004) . Tunmer et al. (2002) hypothesised that the achievement gap between Māori and Pakeha could be reduced if standard whole language reading instruction in new entrant classrooms was supplemented with instruction in phonological processing skills. To test this hypothesis, they conducted a retrospective study of seven schools across varying socio-economic areas with 152 children whose literacy development was closely monitored from school entry to the middle of year 3. All of these students had been instructed in a standard whole language literacy approach. The researchers selected 63 of these children to be the control group. The group who received modified instruction had 80 students from the same schools and met the same criteria for selection as the control group. They were assessed at the same time as the control group, using the same tests, and upon school entry performed at similar levels on letter identification, onset-rime segmentation and word identification. Tunmar et al (2002) . found that supplementing instruction with materials and skills in phonological awareness and alphabet coding resulted in the modified group of children achieving an average of 14 months higher than the children in the control group by the end of year 2. Perhaps more relevant to the achievement gap in New Zealand between Pakeha and Māori is that the researchers found the gap that initially existed between Māori and Pakeha students upon school entry had also closed by the end of year 2.
This study supports findings Chall, Jacobs and Baldwin (1990) reported on low-income children in the United States. Chall et al. (1990) "found that systematic and direct teaching of phonics in the early grades was effective in general, and especially for those at risk -low-income children and those with reading or learning difficulties" (p. 6). Other studies have also suggested that a whole language approach to teaching is less advantageous for children who are at risk of low achievement (Juel & Minden-Cupp, 2000; Stahl & Miller, 1989) .
While the studies by Tunmer et al. (1998 Tunmer et al. ( , 2002 Tunmer et al. ( , 2004 and Chall et al. (1990) support the need for a greater emphasis on explicit and systematic teaching of phonological processing skills, particularly for children from low-income families, they also caution against the idea that these skills alone will mend the reading achievement gap over the long term. Chall et al. (1990) found that while the achievement gains made in the early years of primary school were maintained, in grade four the achievement levels began to decline. Although decoding, being able to recognise words, and being able to read fluently proved to be important to bridge the gap in the first few years of schooling, by grade four the focus on learning changes from learning to read to reading to learn. Research conducted by Hart and Risley (2003) shows that this requires a strong knowledge base in academic words that may be used less commonly in homes where low income is associated with low parent education levels and fewer books, magazines, and newspapers. Tunmer et al. (2004) reiterate this when they say that while supplementing standard beginning reading instruction with a more skills-oriented approach can greatly improve the success of reading achievement for Māori children, they are not suggesting that changing the beginning method of teaching literacy alone will act as a "silver bullet" for bringing about equity in New Zealand literacy education. It is well established that reading failures are associated with various socio-economic factors, such as residing in low-income families, living in poor neighbourhoods, having parents with limited education and low levels of literacy, and attending schools in which literacy achievement is chronically low. (p.
132)
Gaps in knowledge and achievement upon school entry must be addressed for at-risk children through systematic skills instruction or they will continue to grow throughout the schooling years (Chall et al., 1990; Nicholson, 2000; Tunmer, Chapman, Ryan, & Prochnow, 1998; Tunmer et al., 2002 Tunmer et al., , 2004 .
RESEARCH AND EFFECTIVE PRACTICE
In order to evaluate the effectiveness of Effective Literacy Practice, it is important to first determine what constitutes best practice based on scientific-based research evidence. "Research -when it is based on sound scientific observations and analyses -provides reliable information about what works and why and how it works" (Reyna, 2004, p. 47) . The common definition of scientific-based research includes the following criteria:
... the use of rigorous, systematic, and objective methodologies to obtain reliable and valid knowledge. Specifically, such research requires (A) development of a logical, evidence-based chain of reasoning; (B) methods appropriate to the questions posed; (C) observational or experimental designs and instruments that provide reliable and generalizable findings; (D) data and analysis adequate to support findings; (E) explication of procedures and results clearly and in detail, including specification of the population to which the findings can be generalized; (F) adherence to professional norms of peer review; (G) dissemination of findings to contribute to scientific knowledge; and (H) access to data for reanalysis, replication, and the opportunity to build on findings." (American Educational Research Association, 2009) This section provides research-based evidence for the instruction of reading including individual studies targeted at low-income populations as well as conclusions drawn from the National Reading Panel's (2000) meta-analysis of effective reading strategies. "Based on the scientific evidence, the essential components of any reading programme must include systematic and direct instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary development, and comprehension strategies" (Lyon, Shaywitz, Chhabra, & Sweet, 2007, p. 171) .
Phonemic Awareness
Phonemic awareness is the awareness that words are comprised of separate sounds (phonemes). Research suggests that phonemic awareness is a necessary competency for successful reading and children who lack this awareness struggle with decoding (Adams, Foorman, Lundberg, & Beeler, 1998; Andrews, 1992; Blachman, 2000; Brady & Moats, 1997; Cunningham, 1999; Ehri & Nunes, 2002; Juel, 1988; Juel, Griffith, & Gough, 1986; National Reading Panel, 2000; Nicholson, 1997; Nicholson, 2005; Pressley, 2002b; Share, Jorm, Maclean, & Matthews, 1984; Snow et al., 1998; Stanovich, 1986) . Juel (1988) conducted a landmark study of phonemic awareness that has led to many further studies on the effects of phonemic awareness instruction. In this study, Juel followed the reading achievement of 54 children from grade one through four in one school with a large population of minority children and children from low socio-economic backgrounds. The study showed that children identified as poor readers through standardised reading achievement tests entered grade one with little phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness was found to be highly predictive of later reading achievement (Adams, 1990; Adams et al., 1998; Graves, Juel, & Graves, 2004; Juel, 1988; Stanovich, 1986) . Children with poor phonemic awareness struggled with letter-sound correspondences even with a year of phonics instruction, leading to a vicious cycle of low achievement. Without being able to decode, children faced problems identifying words, leading to more problems with reading and writing. In Juel's (1988) study, the poor readers were less likely to read for enjoyment or be exposed to a range of reading materials in and out of school. This limited their growth in vocabulary development while average and good readers continued to improve their reading achievement and vocabulary development through more reading (Juel, 1988) . This study suggests that low phonemic awareness is the first stumbling block for children, which leads to trouble with decoding, spelling and, in time, reading comprehension.
Research has shown that intervention and explicit instruction in phonemic awareness is successful at reducing the likeliness of low reading achievement in following years (Castle, Riach, & Nicholson, 1994) . As part of its comprehensive study, the National Reading Panel's (2000) findings confirm that phonemic awareness is a necessary competency as a foundation for spelling and reading skills and should be explicitly taught as part of a beginning reading programme. The National Reading Panel (2000) found that all types of readers, regardless of socioeconomic status, including beginning readers and children who are at risk of reading failure are likely to benefit from explicit instruction in phonemic awareness. The National Reading Panel also found phonemic awareness improved reading comprehension and concluded that this was likely to be a result of phonemic awareness aiding in word identification.
Some children develop phonemic awareness incidentally either at home through playing word and letter games with their parents, being immersed in a print-rich environment, or by having stories and rhymes read to them. However, many children, especially those of minority or low socio-economic backgrounds, who do not come from homes with environments rich in print, fail to develop this awareness without formal or explicit instruction (Badenhop, 1992; Nicholson, 2005; Pressley, 2002 Pressley, , 2006 Stanovich, 1986) . As a result, many suffer low reading achievement. If the gap between low achievers and high achievers is to close, phonemic awareness instruction should be an integral part of a beginning reading instruction programme.
The alphabetic principle
While phonemic awareness is a necessary prerequisite to successful reading, it is not sufficient (Badenhop, 1992; Cunningham & Cunningham, 2002; Nicholson, 2000 Nicholson, , 2005 . Byrne and Fielding-Barnsley (1991) found that an understanding of the alphabetic principle and phonemic awareness function in a complementary way when children first begin to decode words. Understanding the alphabetic principle is the ability to map sounds to corresponding letter symbols in order to recognise words (Moats, 2001) . "The critical ingredient in learning to read and spell is phonological recoding skill-the linking of letters to phonemes" (Nicholson, 2005, p. 21) . Moats (1998) explains that systematic teaching of the alphabetic principle is more likely to result in automatic association between letters and sounds, leading to reading fluency and reading comprehension.
Foorman, Francis, Novy and Liberman (1991) conducted a study to examine the effect of explicit letter-sound instruction on word-level reading. Their study included 80 first-grade children who were observed and assessed over one year. Half of the children received instruction in letter-sound correspondence including segmenting and blending sounds in isolation. The other half was instructed in reading whole words through meaningful contexts and language experience activities with some letter-sound instruction as required for spelling activities. The researchers found that students who received letter-sound instruction increased their reading accuracy of "exception" or irregular words, words that do not follow English spelling patterns, from 20 percent in October to 51 percent in May. Students who received reading instruction through meaningful contexts improved their reading accuracy of exception words from 17 percent in October to 35 percent in May. In reading "regular" words, words that do follow English spelling patterns, students who received letter-sound instruction increased their reading accuracy from 31 percent in October to 80 percent in May and students who received reading instruction through meaningful contexts increased their reading accuracy from 30 percent in October to 60 percent in May. While reading accuracy improved for all children over the course of the year, students who received explicit letter-sound instruction increased accuracy more quickly. This study confirmed findings by Tunmer and Nesdale (1985) .
In a further study, Foorman, Francis, Fletcher and Mehta (1998) examined the effects of instruction in the alphabetic principle for students at risk of reading failure due to low socio-economic status and enrolment in schools with low achievement on emergent literacy surveys. The researchers found children from low socio-economic backgrounds as well as culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds who received direct instruction in letter-sound correspondence improved in decoding words at a significantly faster rate than students of a similar background who received instruction through exposure to literature. Foorman et al. (1998) suggest that "it may well be possible to prevent reading failure for large numbers of children if beginning instruction explicitly teaches the alphabetic principle" (p. 52).
The National Reading Panel (2000) conducted a meta-analysis to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching children to decode through systematic phonics instruction based on scientific evidence. Of 75 relevant studies, the Panel focused on 38 studies that met the strongest research criteria. The National Reading Panel (2000) reported that systematic phonics instruction was "more effective in improving low socioeconomic status (SES) children's alphabetic knowledge and word reading skills than instructional approaches that were less focused on these initial reading skills" (p. 9). The National Reading Panel (2000) also found that explicit instruction in the alphabetic principle is effective for all students, regardless of socio-economic status, but that it is significantly more effective in the prevention and remediation of reading difficulties.
Word recognition, automacity and fluency
There has been an increased focus on the importance of developing fluency in readers since the release of the National Reading Panel's (2000) report (Hudson, Lane & Pullen, 2005; Pikulski & Chard, 2005) . While an understanding of the alphabetic principle allows children to apply decoding strategies to words, readers must also develop automatic word recognition to achieve fluency. Reading fluency is an integration of speed or reading rate, accuracy and appropriate expression, and is dependent on automatic word recognition (National Reading Panel, 2000; Rasinski, 2000; Stahl, 2004) . "The more effort required to decode a word, the less capacity that is left over to comprehend it and the larger messages in the text" (Pressley, 2006, p. 321) . Therefore, decoding practice is necessary to achieve automacity, the ability to automatically decode words accurately and quickly (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985) . Accuracy is a key element of automatic word recognition as it directly affects overall comprehension. Research indicates that reading comprehension improves in early reading with increased automacity (Hook & Jones, 2002; Nicholson & Tan, 1999) .
"A slow reading rate may be symptomatic of inefficient word recognition ..." (Rasinski, 2000, p. 150) . Critical to learning to identify words is practice in associating letters to sounds, allowing children to learn and recognise spelling patterns quickly and efficiently (Hook & Jones, 2002; Thompson, 1999) . To speed the decoding process, children can be taught to recognise word families i.e. chunks of letter-sound correspondences and apply this information to unknown words (Moats, 1998) . Automatic word recognition also improves with an understanding of word structure including affixes and base words. Rasinski, Padak and Fawcett (2010) explain "that word recognition instruction needs to be regular, consistent, direct, and systematic. And for students who struggle in learning to recognize words, the intensity of the instruction needs to be higher" (p. 89). Less fluent readers have to invest more time to read the same amount as their more fluent counterparts, read less overall, and focus on decoding sounds or words slowly and laboriously, often at the cost of comprehension (Block & Pressley, 2007; Rasinski, 2000) . As a result of reading and decoding practice, fluent readers build up a word bank that allows them to automatically recognise approximately 85 percent of the words they encounter regularly, allowing them to concentrate on reading texts for comprehension (Graves et al., 2004; Samuels, 2002) . Automacity is an important prerequisite skill for achieving fluency. Perfetti (2010) explains the interconnected relationship between decoding, vocabulary and comprehension by stating, "limitations in any one will affect at least one other constituent and will accordingly set a limit on overall skill" (p. 293). Vocabulary development, phonological recoding and automatic word recognition are clearly important skills from this perspective for beginning readers. Chall et al. (1990) found that children from low socio-economic backgrounds with these basic reading skills were able to read and comprehend at the same level as their middle-class peers in the early years of schooling. However, by the end of grade three, a gap in reading achievement and comprehension began to form between children of low socio-economic backgrounds and their middle-class peers that widened as the children continued through school. Grough and Tunmer's (1986) "simple view of reading" pose that reading is the product of decoding and listening comprehension. In the first years of schooling, children are learning to read; however, as children progress through school, they must read to learn in content areas. At this stage, having automatic decoding skills is not enough to bridge the gap between being able to decode words and read for comprehension.
Vocabulary development
Biemiller (2001) suggests that the missing link between decoding and reading comprehension is vocabulary. Koltun and Biemiller (1999) conducted a study to assess the role of vocabulary in reading comprehension and concluded that teaching vocabulary improves listening and reading comprehension. "It has been known for a long time that the size of a person's vocabulary is one of the strongest predictors of how well that person can understand what he or she reads" (Stahl & Nagy, 2006, p. 9) . Hart and Risley (2003) studied vocabulary growth between young children in families on welfare, children from working-class families, and children from professional families. They found that word experience at age three was highly correlated to language skill at age nine and 10, indicating schools have very little effect on bridging vocabulary development between children of diverse backgrounds. However, more disturbingly, they found that by age four, the average child in a family on welfare would have accumulated far fewer words than a professional family's child. Their study draws attention to the urgent need to address vocabulary development in schools. Chall et al.'s (1990) study concluded that the gap between high and low reading achievement might be prevented by addressing vocabulary development. Children from low socio-economic backgrounds "do not seem to acquire many of the more sophisticated, abstract, specialized, and literary words needed for academic success in the intermediate and later elementary grades" (p. 165). As the vocabulary in reading grows increasingly specialised, children from low socioeconomic are disadvantaged by the lack of necessary exposure to academic words and concepts at home. Graves (2006) reiterates that children from low-income backgrounds can be at risk of inadequate vocabulary and that this "lack of vocabulary can be a crucial factor underlying the school failure of disadvantaged students" (p. 3). Stanovich (1986) explained that children who struggle with reading due to their inability to recognise words because of either weak decoding skills or their lack of relevant vocabulary read less than their peers who have the vocabulary and word recognition knowledge necessary to comprehend reading material. Therefore, children who read well with sufficient vocabulary and word recognition skills tend to read more, practise more and gain more vocabulary knowledge through the context of reading than their less able peers. This difference between children who are advantaged through better early educational experiences than their less advantaged peers is one main contributor to what Stanovich (1986) called the Matthew Effect, where the rich get richer and the poor get poorer (Stahl & Nagy, 2006) . While it is unclear whether it is possible to completely overcome the gap in vocabulary development between children from high socio-economic and low socio-economic backgrounds, attention to explicit vocabulary instruction is critical to responding to the achievement gap. The clearest way to prevent or minimise the gap before it becomes intractable is to have an effective beginning reading programme in place that addresses the skills children need to be able to read, enabling children to learn vocabulary in the context of reading alongside an explicit vocabulary instructional programme (McKeown & Beck, 2004; Pressley, Disney, & Anderson, 2007) .
Reading comprehension and strategies
Regardless of one's view on the reading process, there is little disagreement that the ultimate purpose for reading is to comprehend the text. The achievement gap begins when students have poor decoding skills and limited vocabulary as they find comprehension challenging, if not impossible (Block & Pressley, 2007) . Many students do not recover from weak decoding skills and poor word recognition skills, and fail to achieve reading success (Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2003; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998; Ryder, Tunmer, & Greaney, 2008) . Decoding is a necessary skill in order to comprehend text; however, being able to decode does not automatically result in comprehension. Research shows that students need to be explicitly taught comprehension strategies and techniques to improve their reading comprehension. Historically, teachers were encouraged to teach up to 45 different comprehension strategies in the course of a year (Block & Duffy, 2008) . However, recent research suggests that students benefit from being explicitly taught how to use and integrate a smaller number of key strategies flexibly and simultaneously (Block & Duffy, 2008; Block & Pressley, 2007; Dymock & Nicholson, 2007; National Reading Panel, 2000; Pressley, 2002 Pressley, , 2006 . When teaching comprehension strategies, teachers should explain the key strategies and model how to use the strategies with different texts. Students should then be given opportunities to practise the strategies (National Reading Panel, 2000; Pressley, 2006; Snow et al., 1998) . One key comprehension strategy is teaching students to actively relate the ideas they read in texts to their own personal experiences and world knowledge, making the text more relevant to their lives (Dymock & Nicholson, 2007; Graves, Watts-Taffe, & Graves, 1999; Pressley, 2006; Snow et al., 1998) . Making links between reading and prior knowledge and experience allows the reader to weave new information into existing frameworks, resulting in greater understanding. When students learn how to actively use their prior knowledge and experience to extend their comprehension, they begin to monitor their own reading comprehension.
Additional key reading comprehension strategies that should be explicitly taught, modelled and practised include creating mental images, summarising, analysing text structures, and questioning before and during the reading of a text (Block & Duffy, 2008; Block & Pressley, 2007; Dymock & Nicholson, 2007; Graves et al., 1999; Pressley, 2002 Pressley, , 2006 Snow et al., 1998) . Research suggests that students are better able to answer questions effectively if they are taught questioning-answering strategies and develop an understanding of the types of questions that are typically asked (Nicholson, 2000) . Students also need to be taught how to ask questions effectively during the reading process that may be answered in the course of the reading (Graves et al., 1999; Pressley, 2006) . In order to become successful readers, children eventually have to become self-monitors of their own reading comprehension and consciously apply strategies to clarify misunderstandings (Block & Duffy, 2008; Graves et al., 1999; Snow et al., 1998) .
EFFECTIVE LITERACY PRACTICE AND THE USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE
Effective Literacy Practice does not explicitly refer to the vast amount of scientific research (e.g., National Reading Panel, 2000) available on effective literacy practice to inform its position on reading instruction, nor does it provide research evidence in support of the reading instructional practices it promotes. While it recognises the importance of reading components such as phonemic awareness, fluency and vocabulary, it does not explain how to best teach these components. Effective Literacy Practice describes how to use the guided reading approach over four pages (pp. 96-100), but does not devote even one page to the main component in language: words (vocabulary). There is no explanation of how to teach vocabulary or the teacher's role in developing vocabulary. Explicit and systematic strategies for teachers to assess and teach phonemic awareness, letter-sound relationships and fluency are available and supported by scientific research. However, Effective Literacy Practice provides no instructional strategies or information for teachers with regards to developing these specific reading skills.
Effective Literacy Practice acknowledges that reading is a complex process and that reading instruction should be a balance between skills instruction and meaningful reading, yet it continues to encourage teaching through immersion and holistic means over explicit and systematic instruction. Effective Literacy Practice encourages teachers to teach skills on an ad hoc basis through meaningful reading activities. There are many children from low socio-economic backgrounds and of diverse cultures who do not arrive at school with the prior knowledge to be successful in a programme that expects reading skills to develop incidentally (Chall et al., 1990; Stanovich, 1986; Tunmer et al., 2004) . As suggested by vast amounts of research, for students who are at risk of not achieving in literacy, explicit teaching is a critical element in reading achievement (National Reading Panel, 2000) . Effective Literacy Practice fails these children by not providing the research evidence and teaching methods that have proven effective for children at risk of not achieving.
Despite the research available on specific, measurable skills children should have at certain stages of development (Snow et al., 1998) , Effective Literacy Practice does not provide teachers with the knowledge or research to help them effectively assess their students' abilities, which should then inform instruction. This is particularly problematic for those students who are at risk of underachieving. Effective Literacy Practice ignores the research evidence that reflects the instructional approaches that best target the needs of children in different reading stages, and instead operates under the incorrect assumption that general meaning-focused reading approaches should be used to teach reading, regardless of the reader's stage of reading development. The one-size-fits-all approach is failing students, especially those of lower socio-economic backgrounds and of cultural diversity.
The Literacy Learning Progressions: Meeting the Reading and Writing demands of the Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2010) provides teachers with a reference point for the skills that students should achieve by the end of each year. While the document is not a teaching manual, some of the gaps in Effective Literacy Practice are addressed in this document with a greater focus on a need for decoding in the early years as well as a recognition of the importance of the alphabetic principle, automacity, and vocabulary. However, the document maintains the position that literacy skills should be acquired within a meaningful context and that teachers should refer to Effective Literacy Practice as a key professional resource (Ministry of Education, 2010). Unfortunately, Effective Literacy Practice does not provide enough information to actually support teachers to develop these key literacy skills and knowledge. If teachers are expected to use The Literacy Learning Progressions as a reference point for the skills and knowledge students are expected to achieve in each year of school, there needs to be a greater alignment between The Literacy Learning Progressions and Effective Literacy Practice, the core text for literacy development, as well as an acknowledgement that there are times when literacy skills need to be taught explicitly and systematically, depending on the needs of the students.
According to Chapman (as cited in Massey University, 2009), the Literacy Taskforce unanimously recommended the Ministry of Education place a greater emphasis on letter-sound relationships for reading instruction, advice that was ignored. "Two years later, a parliamentary select committee on education and science unanimously recommended a re-emphasis be made on the importance of the development of phonetic, word-level decoding skills in a balanced teaching of reading programme. This recommendation was also ignored" (Chapman cited in Massey University, 2009). The Literacy Learning Progressions appears to acknowledge the advice given to the Ministry of Education and places a heavier emphasis on decoding skills. If teachers are provided with the knowledge, support and skills to effectively meet the criteria identified in The Literacy Learning Progressions, they may be able to adopt a more balanced reading programme.
CONCLUSION
Instead of using current research evidence to support a balanced instructional approach to reading, Effective Literacy Practice offers the same reading programme characterised by context-driven approaches that its predecessor, Reading in Junior Classes (Department of Education, 1985) , provided 25 years ago. Until teachers know how to implement current best practice research effectively into their reading programmes and the specific strategies that research shows to be most effective for children at risk of underachievement, New Zealand will continue to experience a wide gap in achievement. The Literacy Experts Group (Ministry of Education, 1999a) recommended changes to literacy instruction that were "designed to help all children, but especially those at risk" (p. 4). These changes included a greater emphasis on skills and strategies instruction. This recommendation is not reflected in Effective Literacy Practice. Teachers are being encouraged to continue teaching reading with a predominantly whole language-based reading programme, using the same approaches that were being used 25 years ago and have not been proven to work for children of diverse backgrounds (Blaiklock & Haddow, 2008; Cordemans, 2008; Nicholson, 2000; Tunmer et al., 2004; Tunmer et al., 2008) . It is unlikely that the degree to which effective reading instruction is discussed in Effective Literacy Practice is enough to equip pre-and in-service teachers with the information and strategies they need to change and improve their practice, particularly with regards to students who have not been succeeding within this framework of teaching reading. This is not a debate between phonics and whole language, but rather a critical look at whether teachers are provided with the essential tools they need to be successful at teaching reading. If Effective Literacy Practice is to be the guiding manual on effective reading instruction for teachers in New Zealand, it is not enough to provide descriptions of reading approaches like guided reading and shared reading. It must, at the very least, provide a thorough explanation of the core elements of reading: phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, automacity, vocabulary and reading comprehension.
The scientific evidence has taught us that reading must be taughtdirectly and systematically -and that the children most at risk require the most systematic instruction with the best prepared teachers. … [T] here remains an unforgivable gap between what we know about reading development and effective reading instruction and the instruction provided in many of our schools. This must stop. There are no more excuses. (Lyon et al., 2007 ) Effective Literacy Practice fails as the primary response to reduce the gap in achievement.
